This timely and important monograph by anthropologist Deborah Thomas asks us to think about violence as an organizing principle of state formation, integral to the constitution of embodied subjectivity and to the reconfiguration of citizenship practices in today's neoliberal Caribbean. Thomas 'embeds' her arguments in transnational Jamaica in order to explore violence's operative modalities across a range of spaces, practices, events and texts: retributive violence decimating communities; the spectacularity of punitive imperial(ist) regimes; welfarist colonial discourses and post-colonial cultural policies; transnational circuits of popular culture; diasporic engagements with Jamaican-ness; Rastafari commemorative practices and calls for reparation.
The book describes itself as a reluctant witness to violence; in the opening paragraphs we learn of Thomas' own desire to stay clear of a topic that in so many ways is fast becoming a gatekeeping concept through which the Caribbean is mis/apprehended and mis/recognised. As the opening line says, "I have tried not to write about violence." (p. 1). That the monograph has ended up being precisely about this subject underscores both violence's ubiquity and its highly uneven distribution, and consequently the urgent need for thoughtful interventions instead of reductive and knee jerk responses, as in a January 31 st 2008 Economist Article tellingly titled 'Sun, sea and murder,' which described the Caribbean as the 'world leader in violent crime' and Jamaica as 'the world's most murderous country.' The problem here is with how such lazy characterizations of the region's homicide statistics obfuscate more than they reveal.
Exceptional Violence's most critical contribution is its categorical rejection of these and other culturalist or shallowly historical 'explanations', the lurking sense, even when not explicitly articulated, that violence is endemic to the region and its peoples. In the place of such epistemological violence, most fully dissected in Chapter Two, the book proposes a reparations framework, which turns our attention to historical and structural lineages of terror and refuses a sanctioned forgetting of the foundational brutality of the New World encounter. Thomas is not interested in making a claim for a deterministic or direct straight line between past and present, but rather in a more complex and layered exploration of the "legacies of colonial state formation and plantation-based extraction and…postcolonial state formation in Jamaica" (p. 13), in the repertoires of disciplinary and biopolitical power made available for deployment today. Thus for example Chapter One begins with a return to Jack's Hill, the community that informed Modern Blackness: Nationalism, Globalization and the Politics of Culture in Jamaica, Thomas' first book, and where debilitating effects of gang related violence (so familiar to the garrison communities of urban Jamaica) erupted since fieldwork was originally conducted. In contemplating patterns of authority and patronage in Jack's Hill, of a failed attempt to establish a frontier zone or even a state within a state, and of exceptional instances of violence, we are asked to bring "a longer history than that which is usually told" (p. 18) to bear on the present, one that brings into view the ways in which European conquest in the frontier zone of the Americas were built upon the inextricable relationship between violent/spectacular death and state formation.
There are several related registers at which the 'exceptional' of the title operates across the monograph, and through which a reparations framework is mobilized. Admittedly I am taking some degree of creative license with the OED here, in order to reframe exceptional as exceeding the expected, refusing containment. The first is that methodologically, one senses a sincere effort to pursue the interdisciplinary path that Michel-Rolph Trouillot (n.d.) persuasively urges us to consider: "Intellectuals who cross lines do so at their own risk. Fortunately, somewhere beyond the boundaries, fellow travelers appear, ready to share the perilous pleasures of exploration. For the time, however short, that their paths intersect with ours, the conversation is worth the risk." The anthropologist trains her ethnographic gaze on a field that encompasses Jamaica and the transnational spaces to which the island is connected. The text moves across a community, archives, a bestselling Jamaican novel, reggae lyrics, the cultural policy of the Jamaican state, media blogs and public performances. This is not the eschewing of disciplinarity but rather an argument for anthropology's enrichment (as well as its necessity in carefully tracking circuits of violence across and beyond Jamaica) through conversation with historical method, with what performance studies might offer as a repertoire of techniques and memory, and with literary and cultural studies and the force of representational regimes.
Exceptional Violence refuses not only the territorialization of disciplinarity but also methodological nationalism. The emphasis throughout is on how the local is produced, not in isolation from a wider context, but rather through the constellation of transnational circuits that leave a unique imprint on specific places. This approach takes us beyond approaches that by singularly locating violence as endemic to the Jamaican body politic, fail to account for the wider relationships that are necessarily a part of the story. It also avoids the false trap of defensive responses to such pathologization that would displace the problems facing Jamaica and the Caribbean to an elsewhere. Chapter Three makes the point that state and popular efforts to blame Americanization and the media in particular for the corruption of young people and the glamorization of violence, elide the sanctioned and extreme brutality that was the hallmark of British imperialism. Returning to the question of enduring legacies that is central to the book's reparations framework, we are asked to consider how these earlier disciplinary regimes, with their systems of mutilation and dismemberment like the instruments designed for the punishment and torture of enslaved people at Greenwood Great House, remain available for mobilization in new ways in Jamaica. Is such spectacular violence really past, and how might it haunt the 'casual brutality' (the term is Neil Bissoondath's, 1988) that is part of the contemporary everyday?
The focus in the text is always on putting back into the picture the bodies displaced by 
